CHAPTER   FIVE

THE DESTRUCTION OF  THE
MEDIEVAL  SYSTEM

THE FIRST half of the sixteenth century in England saw the
completion of that destruction of the medieval system which the
fifteenth century had begun and the creation, mainly deliberate,
of what we should call to-day a capitalistic totalitarian state.
Such a state cannot endure because the twin conceptions on
which it is founded are mutually destructive. The energy of
the free entrepreneur, be he manufacturer, merchant, or land-
lord, will not indefinitely tolerate, and indeed cannot survive
under, an all-powerful centralized and irresponsible dictatorship.
There are, however, times of social, economic, and intellectual
ferment when the destruction of an old system appears to serve
the needs of many interests otherwise conflicting. So it was in
France in 1789, in Russia in 1917, and in Germany in the 19305,
and so also in England under Henry VII and Henry VIII.
Socially, economically, intellectually, and spiritually, English-
men were being uprooted at the beginning of the sixteenth
century from their traditional habits and beliefs by 'forces long
at work below the surface but now reaching out towards a
turbulent and destructive domination.

Agriculture, which since pre-Norman times had been a way
of life for a network of self-sufficient communities, had come to
be a way of enrichment for individuals. The growth of a
native textile industry had created the new situation. The
sheep farmer was invading the cornfields. The merchant and
the craft guilds had become close corporations of employers, and
journeymen's guilds had arisen to defend the rights of a new
class of propertyless workmen. The craft guilds had reflected
the medieval spirit of mutual aid which sought to establish
among the craftsmen as nearly as possible a spirit of complete
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